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Abstract  
This review of literacy research explores ways in which literacy has come to be understood as a 
problem about human populations.  I describe connections between literacy education and the 
biopolitical government of population, especially the relationship between liberal forms of 
government and the administration of human freedom.  The review takes into account ways in 
which literacy is implicated in the cultivation of civil society by attending to the interests, as well 
as to the conduct, of human subjects.  I draw on research available in English from across the 
globe, which provides an overview of how literacy has been rethought and conceptualised 
through ethnographic, historical and classroom based studies.  I discuss claims made for literacy, 
the way that human populations have been made visible in relation to their literacy practices and 
the social contexts of their use.  The review informs research of representations of literacy as a 
tool for securing national interests. 
Keywords: literacy, population, security, biopolitical, society 
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Governing Literacies: Securing Literate Subjects 
This review of literature explores ways in which literacy has come to be understood as a 
problem about human populations.   It seeks to demonstrate a basis for the connections between 
literacy education and the biopolitical government of population (Foucault, 2008), especially the 
relationship between liberal forms of government and the administration of human freedom.  
Influenced by Foucauldian (2007; 1977) studies of government, the review takes into account 
ways in which literacy is implicated in the cultivation of civil society by attending to the 
interests, as well as to the conduct, of human subjects.  Further, it considers how literacy is 
connected to the governing of political economies through the flow and exchange of economic, 
cultural and political capital.  In each of the senses outlined above, I am concerned by the way 
government policy uses literacy and education. 
In the following pages I draw on research available in English from across the globe, 
which provides an overview of how literacy has been rethought and conceptualised through 
ethnographic, historical and classroom based studies.  I discuss research that has examined the 
claims made for literacy, the way that human populations have been made visible in relation to 
their literacy practices and the social contexts of their use.  This literature has been selected for 
the way research has examined assumptions about the social effects of literacy practices and the 
government of education and literacy.  The review informs a further concern with government 
representations of literacy as a tool for securing national interests.   
I have structured this review of research in five sections.  I begin by considering two 
contexts where literacy and government policy connect and bring into focus their geopolitical 
and biopolitical connections.  In section two, I consider some ways in which conceptions about 
literacy have been complicated and enriched through studies of human subjects in their social 
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contexts.  Here, I juxtapose documentary and ethnographic work with the emergence of new 
literacy studies and critical literacy.  This literature implicates literacy as a complex force that 
both constitutes and offers agency to human subjects.  In section three, I discuss a body of 
research that sketches the contribution of Foucauldian influenced scholarship to the field of 
Literacy Studies.  This research uses historical methods to account for the complex relationship 
between education, literacy, and the government of populations.  I follow this in section four 
with a discussion of some recent critical studies of literacy in the globalised present, which focus 
on literacy as a question of policy, politics, and practice.  The review of these studies seeks to 
bring the reader closer to concerns with the link between literacy and the biopolitical government 
of populations.  In summary, I discuss the significance of this literature and how it informs 
proposals for future research. 
There are a plethora of definitions of literacy.  This review of literature does not attempt 
to compare or debate what literacy is.  It may be helpful, however, to know that I have come to 
understand literacy as the enabling condition of thought in action.  It is a view of literacy that has 
emerged out of my engagement with Foucauldian thought as I have interacted with the ways that 
various scholars have attempted to define literacy (Freebody, 2007; Gee, 2012; A. Luke & 
Freebody, 1999; Street, 2006).  To understand literacy as an enabling condition, takes into 
account social and cognitive descriptions of literacy (van Dijk, 2009), that literacy is constituted 
temporally and spatially (Mills & Comber, 2013) and that literacy involves language, and a range 
of semiotic systems, such as visual language (Cope, Kalantzis, & New London, 2000).  To say 
that literacy enables thought to be enacted, is to see that literacy has a material force.  In this 
sense literacy is implicated in relations of power.  It enables by offering human subjects ways of 
doing, saying and being in the world (Gee, 2012), however, literacy can also be understood as a 
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social process that can subjectify: it can be used to act upon people.  It is in the senses that 
literacy might be understood as both a social and cognitive condition, as well as a form of 
activity that is productive of forms of power that I explore how literacy is used for social and 
political purposes in this review of research.  Each of the lenses through which I consider literacy 
in this review, seeks to show how researchers have examined the social and political uses of 
literacy.  Therefore, the review also seeks to explore thinking about the social consequences of 
literacy practice and the way human subjects are governed through policies that engage 
education and literacy.  Finally, the review seeks to indicate why a research that links education 
and literacy to security is necessary. 
Setting the Background and Historical Focus 
In setting the parameters for this review, I begin by discussing two moments in the 
history of Australian policy making.  First, I take a brief look at the connection between the 
“White Australia Policy”, education and literacy.  Second, I describe the circumstances of the 
release of the Australian Languages and Literacy Policy in 1991.  This discussion seeks to frame 
a backdrop to how, in relatively recent times, governments think about the nation, the nature of 
its society and how ways of thinking about government connect to the uses of education and 
literacy.  I then move to a brief recount of the historical moment that forms the focus of this 
review. 
White Australia Policy. Australian Government interest in the use of literacy as a 
mechanism of government is not new.  In their landmark studies of immigration policies around 
the turn of the nineteenth century, Lake (2006) and Lake and Reynolds, (2008) trace the use of 
education and literacy tests to secure government objectives in the United States, the South 
African state of Natal and Australia.  In Australia, the use of immigration policy to determine the 
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complexion of the nation has commonly come to be known as the White Australia Policy.  This 
policy has been the subject of much debate (Allen, 2011; Windschuttle, 2004).  Lake and 
Reynolds situate the role of Australia in forming a white Australia as part of a transnational 
project of ensuring the primacy of the white race.   
The legislation for the White Australia Policy was conceived in the years leading up to 
the federation of Australia.  The Australian nation was constituted as a federal system of 
government.  The Australian Government, sometimes referred to as the Federal Government, or 
the Commonwealth of Australia, maintains jurisdictional powers over issues of national interest, 
such as immigration, defence and foreign affairs.  The 6 States and 2 Territories are also 
governed by State and Territory governments, which have jurisdictional responsibilities over 
areas such as policing, education and health.  An ongoing concern since the federation of 
Australia has been the settlement over jurisdictional responsibilities between the Australian 
Government and State and Territory governments.  The White Australia Policy is often identified 
closely with the birth of the Australian federation.  It is an example of the Australian 
Government exercising jurisdictional responsibilities at the national level.  The bill was enacted 
as the Immigration Restriction Act (Commonwealth of Australia, 1901); one of the first bills of 
parliament in the newly federated Australia in 1901.  This legislation was designed to prohibit 
entry into Australia anyone who was unable to pass a dictation test conducted by a customs 
officer in the language of the customs officer’s choosing.  The act (1901) gave discretionary 
powers to officers of the Commonwealth to prohibit entry to people who were deemed to be “a 
charge upon the public”, “an idiot or insane person”, “suffering from an infectious or contagious 
disease of a loathsome or dangerous character”, “any person … convicted of an offence … any 
prostitute or person living on the prostitution of others” (p. 2).  The dictation test was applied, 
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sometimes notably, to various categories of people.  In Lake’s words a “literacy test” was 
administered so that “Applicants could not prepare for this test, which required them to write out, 
at dictation, any prescribed passage of fifty words in any European language” (2006, p. 226).  
Importantly it was designed to preserve and protect the white Anglo heritage of Australian 
settlement.  As Lake notes (2006, p. 226), the act was framed to give customs officers maximum 
flexibility in ensuring that all undesirable immigrants would fail. 
According to Lake and Reynolds (2008) prototypes of the act can be traced to America 
where states such as Connecticut (1855) and Massachusetts (1887) required that citizens needed 
to be able to read and write in order to vote.  In 1890 the Constitutional Convention in 
Mississippi demanded that voters sit an education test.  The test was designed to preclude 
African Americans from being eligible to vote.  Discretionary powers were given to 
administrators when conducting the test.  Stephenson (cited in Lake, 2006, p. 216) suggests that 
these registration officers were able to give “a difficult passage to a Negro, and a very easy 
passage to a White person”.  These measures did not go unnoticed.  During the 1890s in the 
United States, members of the Immigration Restriction League proposed an amendment to 
existing federal immigration laws, to include a test of an immigrant’s ability to read and write.  
Jacobson (1998) observed that “race was central to the leagues conception of literacy from the 
beginning” (p. 77).  The proposed bill passed by Congress but ultimately vetoed by President 
Cleveland, influenced the design of Natal’s 1897 Immigration Restriction Bill.  As with the 
Mississippi example, the Natal bill gave discretionary powers to government administrators: 
[U]nable to satisfy the immigration officer that they can read and write in 
the English language in the form prescribed by the Bill – a form that will 
not admit of any evasion – that if persons are unable to comply with that 
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educational test it will be competent for the Government of this country, 
through the proper officers, to exclude those people from forming part 
and parcel of this community.  (cited in Lake, 2006, p. 221)  
As with Natal, these discretionary powers were replicated in the Australian model.   
The development of Immigration Restriction Acts across three nations had been incited 
by various publications (Bryce, 1893; Lodge, 1891; Pearson, 1893) that asserted the rise of Asian 
and African people, the increased mobility of inferior races, and the danger of their participation 
with white forms of government.  Policy advocates across the globe were in close 
correspondence with each other and were being influenced by each other’s thinking to shape 
constitutional law, governmental practices and the character of nationhood.  For example, Quick 
and Garran (1901) writing about the constitution of the Australian Commonwealth draw upon 
the writing of American J.W.  Burgess (1890) to argue for the determination of national unity in 
the modern nation-state: 
The prime policy, therefore, of each of these states should be to attain proper physical 
boundaries and to render its population ethnically homogeneous … it is the highest duty 
of the state to preserve, strengthen and develop its national character.  (Burgess cited in 
Lake & Reynolds, 2008, p. 139) 
I find it interesting how this referencing of one author by another indicates particular ways of 
thinking about government.  Rather than hidden, these modes of political thought were etched on 
the surface of representations of policy “problems”.   
The Burgess quote suggests the strength of a nation is linked to the government of 
territory, the constitution of population and the responsibilities of the state.  Within this 
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transnational dialogue, policy makers found that constructs of education and literacy became 
useful tools to enact their objectives.  As Lake notes: 
In becoming an instrument of racial exclusion, in a world increasingly 
characterised by the mobility of migration and mobilisations for political rights, the 
literacy test consolidated understandings of ‘race’ in terms of a dichotomy of whiteness 
and non-whiteness across the world … As a modern technology, the literacy test was the 
instrument of whiteness par excellence.  (Lake, 2006, p. 229) 
What Lake and Reynolds (2008) show, is how at the birth of the federation of Australia, literacy 
was inscribed into the constitution as a means to govern civil society.  The circumstances that 
contributed to the formation and implementation of the White Australia Policy pose concerns 
germane to the focus of this review of research.   
The Australian Immigration Restriction Act (1901) did not only target people of Asian 
and African descent.  As other commentators (Allen, 2011; Robertson, Hohmann, & Iain, 2005) 
have pointed out, the Act was used to prohibit, at the discernment of officers of the 
Commonwealth, undesirable people deemed to be a threat or a danger to Australian Society.  
Men and women of European origin were subjected to the dictation test by the officers of the 
Commonwealth, both for their political beliefs and supposedly immoral behaviour.  It is 
interesting to note that testing and assessment, practices both close to the domain of education, 
were used by a sovereign power to delimit and exclude human subjects from the rights of full 
citizenship.  It is also interesting to note that this form of administration was used as an 
instrument to project a particular view of nationhood to its citizens and to the world at large.  
Here, the administrative officer assumes the delegated responsibility of the sovereign 
government, to enact exceptional decision-making powers to include or exclude.  The Australian 
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Government was able to prosecute a white Australia through the deployment of the dictation test, 
which had the power to confer rights of citizenship.  Ironically, black Indigenous Australians 
figured as a silence in this legislation.  For these people the entitlement to belong to civil society 
was subjected to a different form of exceptionalism. 
Australia’s language: the Australian language and literacy policy. Ninety years after 
the Immigration Restriction Act had been passed, the Minister for Employment, Education and 
Training John Dawkins (1991) released Australia's language: the Australian language and 
literacy policy in August of 1991.  The policy was presented as a white paper and was 
accompanied by a more detailed companion document (DEET, 1991).  As Green, Hodgen and 
Luke (1994, 1997) have suggested, the release of the white paper came after a decade of strong 
public debate about standards of literacy and education in Australia.  Its launching marked “a 
historic moment: the explicit naming of literacy as an object of policy, at the federal level” 
(Green et al., 1997, p. 7).  The policy is an example of the federal government exercising an 
interest in matters of jurisdiction traditionally held by the State governments of Australia.  In 
their history of literacy debates in Australia from 1945 – 1994, they note that from the Hawke 
government’s election in 1983, Australia saw significant shifts in government policy and 
strategy.  The period was characterised by a new emphasis on the deregulation of the economy 
and economic productivity.  They argue that with the global economic crisis of 1987, the 
urgency for reform and the need to create productive economic and literate subjects had 
intensified.   
Similarly, Lingard, O’Brien and Knight (1993) have suggested that the suite of policy 
initiatives ushered in by Minister Dawkins, signalled the introduction of a corporate federalism 
in the government of education in Australia.  They argue the strategy was characterised by a 
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move from a liberal-progressive approach, “to a strongly instrumentalist approach” (1993, p. 
231), for the purpose of reforming schooling in the national interest.  As one example, they cite 
the Strengthening Australia’s Schools (Dawkins, 1988) document, which they read as a struggle 
for government responsibility between the “residual constitutional power of the states” for 
funding of schooling and the Dawkins strategy “for increasing commonwealth influence over 
policy formulation for Australian schools” (1993, p. 231).  These analyses provide a conditional 
support for Dawkins’ era recommendations for national goals for schooling, a national 
curriculum framework, a common approach to assessment, and the possibility of a “national 
approach to teacher education” (Lingard et al., 1993, p. 241).  However, they raise concerns 
about substituting a broad vision of nation for economic infrastructure, diminishing the role of 
cultural and critical orientations in education and the constitution of students as human capital.  
Traces of which could be found in diverse policies to do with girls’ education, multiculturalism, 
Aboriginal and Torrens Straight Islander Education and teacher education.  In another essay, 
Knight, Lingard and Bartlett (1994) argue that Dawkins reforms signalled an instrumental 
approach to teacher education that linked a “broader program for microeconomic reform’ to the 
development of human capital for ‘national investment, and the economic restructuring of the 
nation” (1994, p. 451). 
In much the same vein, Green, Hodgens and Luke (1997) question the purposes and 
potential effects of the Australian Language and Literacy Policy.  In their survey of conditions 
leading up to the launch of the policy, they note a more skills focused view of literacy in policy 
dialogues between government, business, trade unions and commentators.  Here, training, worker 
flexibility, productivity and functional literacy, were tied to the needs of the economy and the 
demand for microeconomic reform.  The study also notes the strong emergence of a traditional 
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and conservative lobby group bearing down on and influencing government policy making in the 
area of education and literacy.  According to their analysis, these conditions gave rise to “a neo-
liberal [position], oriented strongly towards the workplace and the economy, and organized 
broadly by the discourse of ‘functional literacy’” (Green et al., 1994, p. 367).  They also note a 
new found emphasis on speaking English as the national language, underlining a national project 
of development in efficient human capital.  While recognising opportunities in a policy that 
might support the national investigation of literacy pedagogy, the authors caution that the policy 
need not be taken for granted.  Rather that such an economic rationalist, “human capital 
orientation” not only “moves to secure a stronger link between literacy and the state” but 
engenders “a general strategy of bringing education within the ambit of the state and its 
organised forms of governmentality” (Green et al., 1997, p. 7). 
The White Australia Policy and the Australian Language and Literacy Policy, highlight 
two moments in policy making by the Australian Government that engage ways of thinking 
about government, with concerns for the national interest, education and literacy.  The 
interpretations by the researchers that I have presented, introduces some themes that I will pick 
up in the course of this review.  Without examining all of the possibilities, it is worthwhile 
observing here that government deploys literacy and education in various ways.  These 
deployments have the power to name, exclude and include, as well as define preferred ways for 
people to be literate citizens. 
Historical focus. The impetus for this review arose from responding to a set of policy 
initiatives by successive Australian Governments since 1999.  In that time, Australian 
Governments developed and implemented a raft of policy agendas related to education and 
literacy, in concert with state and territorial governments and local education authorities.  During 
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the period of the Howard Coalition Government (1996-2007) attempts were made to restructure 
relationships between federal and state responsibilities, with the Australian government taking a 
more active role in the setting and administration of policy agendas.  A key strategy in this 
process was to move to an accountability agenda, where success was to be measured based on 
outputs such as literacy achievement, rather than inputs such as the levels of funding invested.  
Under the leadership of Minister of Education David Kemp, the Literacy for All (DETYA, 1998) 
policy as introduced in 1998 followed by the first national literacy and numeracy tests, which 
were introduced in 1999.  After succeeding Minister Kemp in 2001, Brendan Nelson convened 
the National Inquiry into Reading in 2005.  In the transition to the Rudd and then Gillard Labor 
Governments, the trends initiated by the Howard Coalition, were further developed through an 
increased focus on literacy testing and rewards payment in the form of increased state funding 
for education for improvements in literacy performance. 
The escalation of the interest in literacy as a measure of educational improvement has 
been mirrored internationally; the National Literacy Strategy in Great Britain and the Bush 
Administration’s Elementary and Secondary Education Act (No Child Left Behind) are two 
examples of such approaches.  The work of the OECD has been particularly influential by its 
decision to use benchmarks of reading, science and mathematics literacy as one measure of 
human outputs and by implication national productivity.  The key programme for this work has 
been the OECD Programme of International Student Assessment of reading, science and 
mathematics literacy (PISA).  The impact of using literacy as a lever to influence national policy 
settings and enhance educational reforms has been profound.  This work has produced a plethora 
of activity including the commissioning of reports, such as the influential Education at a Glance 
series, which is frequently used as a barometer of a nation’s competitive standing.  In Australia 
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the data and advice in these reports have been used in a range of media releases, discussion 
papers, commissioned reports to help justify a set of coordinated education policy initiatives 
directed at the performance of students, educators and parents. 
This brief sketch provides a sense of how literacy has increasingly been used as a tool to 
measure the success of schooling systems.  In Australia, politicians from both sides of politics 
have shown interest in its application to address issues of “national interest”.  However, the 
increased international focus on literacy has also happened against a backdrop of various 
geopolitical and economic tensions such as 9/11, military interventions in Iraq and Afghanistan 
and waves of global economic crises.  In such a climate, politicians and other commentators have 
used the ever-increasing complexity of the world, to heighten the nation’s sense of urgency in 
responding to economic and social threats.  One of the key responses to these events has been an 
increased focus on security strategies that have deployed the notion of a whole-of-government 
approach.  In Australia these ideas have been partly generated by bodies such as the Australian 
Strategic Policy Institute, the Lowy Institute and the Productivity Commission.  It is against this 
background that arguments have been made for the need to increase international competiveness 
and attend to the social fabric of the nation.  And it is in this context that literacy has been used 
as key measure and lever of economic productivity and social values.  Here, governmental 
processes have immersed the field of literacy education into a broader political landscape and 
make it possible to speak about how the politics or the policy representations of literacy 
constitutes a field of inquiry. 
Literacy and the Problem of Human Subjects 
Studies of people in their social settings have informed ways in which literacy is 
connected to the social practices of human beings, the sometimes multiple communities that they 
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belong to and the institutions that govern their societies.  In this sense we can speak about the 
way that many varieties of human populations have come to figure in literacy studies.  This has 
arisen out of several significant ethnographic (Heath, 1983; Labov, 1982), anthropological 
(Street, 1984), documentary (Graff, 1991) and critical (Freire & Macedo, 2005) studies of social 
uses of literacy.  These studies challenged understandings of literacy as a decontextualised skill 
and began to complicate assumptions associated with the view that cognitive and cultural growth 
can be linked to the emergence of print literacy.  Rather, these studies of literacy in social 
environments have helped to show how human subjects are implicated in discourses of power.  I 
have divided this section into three sub-sections.  First, I consider the work of Graff and Heath 
for their important documentary and ethnographic studies that forced a reappraisal of what it 
means to be literate.  Second, I discuss the work of key figures in new literacy studies and their 
contributions to a socio-cultural view of literacy.  I then present a sympathetic critique of Street’s 
ideological account of literacy from Brandt, Clinton and Luke.  I finish this section by discussing 
the emergence of critical literacy for its influence in questioning the nature of power in social 
relations and textual practices. 
Reconstituting the literate subject. Graff’s (1991, 2010) research into the literacy and 
society of nineteenth century Canada gave rise to his term the literacy myth.  He was interested 
in investigating whether literacy could be considered as an independent variable that might 
benefit the social mobility of diverse social groups.  Using historical data to conduct the study, 
Graff’s analysis of social groupings of literate and illiterate citizens across three Canadian cities 
found that being literate had no statistically significant benefits in affording social mobility and 
economic gain.  Rather, social groups such as Irish Catholics and African Americans may have 
experienced subjugation and ongoing class division when accessing literacy: 
15 
GOVERNING LITERACIES: SECURING LITERATE SUBJECTS 
[T]he achievement of education brought no occupational rewards at all; [ascribed] or 
inherited factors cancelled the potential of advancement through literacy.  (Graff, 1991, 
p. 75) 
Graff draws attention to the contradictory effects of literacy education.  He highlights how 
“illiterates” were considered to be dangerous to the social order, necessitating the importance of 
educating for appropriate literacies; or to see it from another perspective, how the potential 
radical and inflammatory effects of certain kinds of literacy needed to be countered.  According 
to Graff, authorities sought to regulate the teaching of literacy involving specific pedagogies and 
the privileging of particular ideological associations (1991, p. 247).  It is to these policy effects 
that Graff, in a recent review of his own work, has suggested that literacy education is implicated 
in “social differentiation, social stigmatization, reinforcement of inequality, and the school 
failure among the young” (2010, p. 275).  Graff makes it clear that his critique of the presumed 
benefits of literacy do not negate a complex, variable and contradictory relationship between 
literacy and factors of economic success and social mobility.  Neither does the invocation of 
myth, as a mode of understanding and history, negate how claims for literacy can be understood 
to shape expectations, theory and policy about the uses and value of literacy to human 
populations (Graff, 2010, p. 637). 
Shirley Brice Heath’s ethnographic study of the social uses of literacy has been 
influential in marking the effects of different literacy practices in contrasting communities in the 
United States.  Heath’s longitudinal study investigated the literacy practices of a black working 
class community (Trackton), a white working class community (Roadville), and a racially mixed 
middle class community (Maintown) in the United States.  This has come to be regarded as a 
landmark study that observes the interdependence of culture, place and literacy practices.  The 
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study found differences in the uses and application of orality and print literacy, and was 
influential in deepening understandings about local literacy practices.  Despite accessing reading 
materials, the white working class community exhibited a low threshold for writing and reading, 
apart from functional uses of these practices.  The black community, having less access to 
reading materials, nevertheless integrated reading practices as joint social processes in day-to-
day and communal social settings.  Heath’s research claims that children who were able to model 
the literacies of their teachers, were more likely to be successful at school.  This demonstrated 
the privileging of middleclass uses of language.  Here a research dyad approach, using teacher-
mothers as the participant researchers, investigated patterns of home literacy events.  The study 
revealed, through a focus on reading events, the inscription of appropriate interactions and forms 
of participation that were deemed to be school acceptable.  Heath argues that the failure of 
educators to recognise the interdependent relationship between orality and print literacies, 
contributes to student experience of low success in mainstream schooling: 
Many educators tend to deny the fundamental contribution of these verbal abilities to 
being literate in the broadest sense.  Rather, schools deal with literacy skills as 
mechanistic abilities that separate out and manipulate discrete elements of written text, 
such as spelling, vocabulary, grammar, topic sentences, and outlines, apart from the 
meaning and interpretation of a text as a whole.  (1989, p. 370) 
For Heath the complexity of language use is rooted in social and cultural experiences, frequently 
bound by the spatial and temporal conditions of peoples’ lives.  In observing the communal 
practices of black Americans living in poverty, Heath concludes that the practice of open-ended, 
wide ranging uses of oral and written language lies at the very heart of being literate: 
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Sharing knowledge and skills from multiple sources, building collaborative activities 
from and with written materials, and switching roles and trading expertise and skills in 
reading, writing, and speaking.  (1989, p. 371) 
In contrast, she found that schools emphasise competitive displays of knowledge along a path of 
pre-specified scope and sequences that isolate the learner from the learning group and privatise 
knowledge and skills (1989, p. 372).  Heath’s U.S.A. study is influential in the way it captures 
the literacy practices of diverse social groups.  Her research has prompted further questioning 
and research about what constitutes literacy, the contradictions inherent in the enactment of 
powerful ideologies and their normative expectations of human populations.   
The work of Graff, and Heath amongst many others, has served to illustrate that it is 
dangerous to make assumptions about the capabilities of people and the kinds of intellect they 
bring to their social practices.  The acquisition of literacy does not necessarily lead to benefits for 
human subjects.  Importantly, these researchers have shown how forms of literacy are enacted 
between people in complex processes of social and cultural exchange. 
New literacy studies. Scholars such as Graff and Heath have been influential in the 
growth of what has come to be known as new literacy studies.  Out of the new literacy studies 
movement, within which Street, Gee, Barton, Hamilton and Ivanic have been instrumental, a 
view of literacy has arisen that is connected to what Gee has called the “social turn” (2000 p. 
180).  Rather than concentrating on the interiority of cognition, the emphasis is directed towards 
forms of interaction as a literacy event and those broader cultural conceptions “of particular ways 
of thinking and doing reading and writing in cultural contexts as literacy practices” (Street, p. 5).   
Gee’s research has spanned a focus on linguistics (Gee & Grosjean, 1983), the 
relationship between orality and literacy (1986), connections between a theory of discourse, 
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language acquisition and fluency in different social contexts (1994), integration of theories of 
mind, language and social practice (1992), and  the social implications that a theory of discourse 
has for all types of learners (2001; 2001).   
For Gee, language and literacy is best understood by focusing on the relationship between 
society, culture and values (2012, p. 1), hence the term “new literacy studies ”.  He has applied 
his concept of discourse on the discursive effects of home, community and schooling to the 
social identities of adolescents.  Gee argues that in order to appreciate language in its social 
context, we need to focus on what he calls Discourses, with a capital ‘D’.  For Gee, capital D 
Discourses include much more than language (2012, p. 2).  His conceptualisation owes some 
debt to Foucault’s understanding of discourse.  This takes account of the linguistic elements of 
communication and those material fabrications of social life that reveal the values and beliefs of 
human populations.  Gee defines capital D Discourse in the following way:  
I use the term “Discourse,” with a capital “D”, for ways of combining and integrating 
language, actions, interactions, ways of thinking, believing, valuing, and using various 
symbols, tools, and objects to enact a particular sort of socially recognizable identity.  
(Gee, 2011, p. 29) 
While acknowledging that sociocultural work needs to accommodate thinking about learning and 
cognition, he argues that a sociocultural approach to understanding language and literacy, 
through an appreciation of discourse, is intimately related to the distribution of social power and 
hierarchical structures in society (2012, p. 159).  In his work on adolescent student identity, Gee 
comments on differences in the social languages demonstrated by students of working class and 
middle class backgrounds.  These differences, he argues, are deeply consequential for the 
changing nature of schooling and society, whereby “working class students face a future without 
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a stable working class” and the “social languages used by middle class students distance 
themselves from the social, cultural, and political inequalities of our new times” (2000, p. 419).  
It is against this research background that Gee understands discourse and language as bound to 
ideology (Gee, 2012), a view he shares with Brian Street. 
Street (1984) has proposed what he calls an ideological model of literacy.  Drawing upon 
his own ethnographic studies and the work of scholars such as Graff (2010) Rosen (1980) and 
Heath (1980, 1983), he critiques the assumption of a universal literacy.  Street bases his claims 
on anthropological work conducted in Iran during the 1970s.  He described both the “maktab” 
literacy acquired in Islamic schools and the emergence of what he called a “commercial” literacy 
influenced by economic expansion through the oil industry.  In noting the mobility of literacy 
practices in his Iranian study, and in making comparisons with the work of ethnographers like 
Heath, Street proposes a “multiplicity of literacies; that the meaning and uses of literacy 
practices are related to specific cultural contexts; and that these practices are always associated 
with relations of power and ideology, they are not simply neutral technologies” (1994, p. 139). 
In acknowledging the interdependence of cultural factors, Street’s sociocultural approach 
sees literacy as ideological because it is always grounded in issues of power.  Street (2003) 
critiques autonomous accounts of literacy for the way they disguise “the cultural and ideological 
assumptions that underpin it”, and is concerned that autonomous accounts present literacy as 
“neutral and universal and that literacy as such will have these benign effects” (2003, p. 77).  It is 
in this sense that practices of reading and writing “evolve and exist within power structures and 
relations, and they reflect contests between competing interest groups and world views” 
(Lankshear & Knobel, 2004, p. 124).  Understanding literacy as an ideological practice 
challenges the neutrality of literacy.  In connecting literacy to embedded relations of power, 
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Street moves to a non-essentialist view of literacy and argues that literacy practices are also 
implicated in the ideological construction of identities and power relations.  This is to say that 
the specific local practices of reading and writing are grounded in socially constructed 
epistemologies: those socially specific ways of knowing and making claims about the way the 
world is.  Street proposes that there is a clear relationship between ideology, identity and literacy. 
Street’s documentary research, informed by his own ethnographic work in the field, calls 
into question what he names autonomous models of literacy.  Often associated with cognitive 
psychology, the autonomous view of literacy grew from the work of researchers such as Ong, 
(2002) Havelock (1982), and Goody and Watt (1963).  Street’s critique of the “autonomous” 
view hinged partly on the distinctions this research made between the cognitive, pragmatic and 
syntactic natures of orality and writing literacy.  His response to this scholarship (1984, 2006) 
identifies a number of claims about literacy that have consequences for policy proposals and 
enactment.  The first claim is that literacy is universal and therefore the same for everyone.  This 
allows for literacy to be seen as a neutral technology affecting mental models of the world and 
making it amenable for scanning of whole populations.  Secondly, literacy is seen as a value-free 
skill or tool.  Literacy can be represented as being disconnected from the ideologies of 
governmental programmes, while at the same time projected as a social good.  And third, its 
claimed universality allows literacy to function as an independent variable able to affect both 
social and cognitive practices (Lankshear & Knobel, 2004, p. 123).   
Street sees policy implications for the way situated literacy practices are recognised in 
educational contexts.  Rather than disperse universalist understandings of literacy, he asks that 
national and international providers consider local practices, to clarify understandings of what 
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literacy is, to abandon notions of literacy and illiteracy and to think about “literacy practices” in 
“diverse cultural and ideological contexts” (1994, p. 149).   
In the United Kingdom social practice approaches influenced by Street’s critique have 
grown through the work of people like Barton, Hamilton and Ivanic (1998; 2000).  Their work 
amongst communities in Lancaster, has engaged in empirical investigations of literacy practices 
using categories such as texts, participants, settings and artifacts to provide rich descriptions of 
ways of doing literacy in these social settings.  The intersection between social, material, 
temporal, and linguistic elements inform the constitution of literacy events and the situated 
characteristics of literacy.  In their work with communities in Lancaster and beyond, studies of 
the local are connected to social aims that seek to address complex links between “how the 
media works; the relationship between local detail and global activity; notions of self and 
identity; social and technological change; the shift from modern to post-modern” (Barton, 2001, 
p. 98). 
In South African contexts, New literacy studies  has been reflected in the work of Stein, 
Peirce (2007), Prinsloo and Breier (1996).  Prinsloo and Breier (1996), for example, have 
problematized the spatialised realities of everyday and workplace literacy practices of 
marginalised and impoverished communities.  Blending insights from new literacy studies and 
critical theories, they examined the practices of communities and individuals for what they could 
do, rather than expectations of universal accomplishment.  Prinsloo and Breier’s research 
described the mismatch between local practices and the dominant discourse practices inscribed in 
the literacy programmes in the new South Africa.  Drawing upon Foucault’s and Gee’s 
respective understandings of discourse they claim that “primary discourses” of home and 
“secondary discourses” of school and work interpenetrate “the other” revealing complex systems 
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of power in social networks (1996, p. 22).  For Prinsloo and Breier, literacy practices and the 
discourses they inhabit, are implicated in struggles for power within such sites as local municipal 
politics, the courts and the school (1996, p. 23).  They argue that dominant rationalities of 
schooling and adult education accommodate local practices.  In recent times Prinsloo and 
Rowsell (2009; 2012) have focused on the relationship between place and literacy practices, and 
the impact of digital media, arguing that “research needs to take account of the specificity, 
affordances and limits of place, conceived both in geographic terms and as social sites that are 
shaped by politics, history, economics, and cultural practices” (2012, p. 271).  In researching the 
local practices of South African children’s use of digitised global resources, Prinsloo and 
Lemphane (2013) note substantial social inequalities are brought to school.  School judgements 
and strategies are “not alive to the social and linguistic diversity that characterises contemporary 
social settings” (2013, p. 21).   Prinsloo’s work responds to the effects of a colonial past and the 
colonising effects of a globalised digitised present. 
Gee and Street’s theorisations of what counts as literacy have been elaborated by the 
work of scholars such as Hamilton, Barton, Ivanic, Stein and Prinsloo, through their close work 
with communities.  Their studies realise important implications for policy stances, as well as the 
kinds of pedagogical strategies that might be recommended in educational contexts.  However, 
as I explore in the following discussion, critiques of the autonomous accounts of literacy have 
themselves been subjected to critical analysis. 
Correctives to new literacy studies. When contrasting Street’s typology of autonomous 
and ideological accounts of literacy, it becomes apparent that defining literacy and its historical 
evolution, is complicated by competing claims about the nature of literacy and its cognitive and 
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social effects.  Writing as supporters of a social practice perspective, Brandt and Clinton (2002) 
have sought to offer qualifications to the sociocultural paradigm: 
[It] sometimes veers too far in a reactive direction, exaggerating the power of local 
contexts to set or reveal the forms and meanings that literacy takes.  Literate practices are 
not typically invented by their practitioners.  Nor are they independently chosen or 
sustained by them.  (2002, p. 338) 
In identifying the limits of the local or insider accounts of literacy practice, they suggest that 
literacy enters into local situations from outside contexts serving multiple interests, incorporating 
individual agents into larger enterprises through transformative and sometimes disruptive 
technologies (2002).  In troubling a socio-cultural perspective, they ask whether it is possible to 
‘recognize and theorize the transcontextual aspects of literacy without calling it 
decontextualised’ (2002, p. 343).  In questioning the sociocultural paradigm, Brandt and Clinton 
argue that they “seek to rehabilitate certain ‘autonomous’ aspects of literacy without appealing to 
repudiated “autonomous models” of literacy” (2002, p. 339). 
Drawing upon Latour’s actor network theory, they argue that objects or technologies 
interact with human subjects and that the apparatus of literacy in its material manifestations links 
people’s social spaces to globalising networks.  They advocate a research agenda that (a) 
investigates ways “local literates” are recruited into distant campaigns through reading and 
writing; (b) questions whether investments into the materiality of literacy practices are organised 
into benefits for those in other contexts (2002, p. 347); and (c) asks how literacy’s status as a 
“something” that transfers across contexts might be implicated in mechanisms of control by 
powerful interests (2002, p. 355).  Brandt and Clinton propose some new categories for the 
analysis of literacy.  In critiquing the notion of a literacy event as anthrocentric, they suggest 
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literacy in action as a concept that enables the tracing and movement of literacy across settings 
that involves people as well as material things.  The notion of literacy sponsors is also introduced 
to enable the tracing of various interests implicated in literacy events (2002, pp. 350-351).  In 
addition, their concept of localising moves, globalising connects is developed out of their 
contention that “literacy historically has served in connecting people across time and space—its 
role, that is, as a transcontextualising social agent” (2002, p. 351).  And finally the notion of 
folding in (2002, p. 353) is taken from Latour to support descriptions of the ontological 
relationship between people and things.  In the case of literacy practices, this accounts for the 
way that things such as digital texts can extend the literacy activity across time and space, but 
which separate the sponsor of the text from the receivers of the text.  The non-human object 
connects the local activity with global activity. 
These concepts are introduced in part to address the idea that “literacy is not wholly 
produced or reproduced in local practice, but rather is a contributing actor in it and that its 
meanings live on beyond any immediate stipulations entailed in localizing it” (2002, p. 353).  
Brandt and Clinton observe that “literacy practices are in constant change, moving in degrees of 
dominance and recessiveness, organization and disorganization, inflation and deflation of value 
or reach” (2002, p. 354).  They are concerned with ways that local forms of literacy might be 
subject to asymmetric relations of power that “disrupt, tear up, and destabilize patterns of social 
life” (2002, p. 354).   
In arguing the case for a focus on the material consequences of literacy, Luke (2004) 
suggests that Street’s understanding of literacy as social practice needs to be taken as a starting 
point for analysis.  For Luke, ethnographic accounts of literacy as social practice need to be 
framed against a “critical political economy of literacy education”, in which normative questions 
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need to be asked about “preferred families of discourses and practices, about the discourse 
consequences of such ensembles, and about the institutional interests these serve” (2004, p. 334).  
Like Brandt and Clinton, Luke sees the need to research ways that the local is constituted in 
relation to the flows and “travelling cultures” of globalisation.  Here, “globalized political 
economies of literacy, information and image” need to be understood and possibly changed in 
relation to the “sociological, material consequences of literacy in local sites” (2004, p. 331).  In 
seeking to build on the sociocultural perspective, Luke questions the degree to which literacy 
education “as an official modus operandi of the state is simply a cover for cultural and linguistic 
homogenization and, indeed, political hegemony over Indigenous peoples” (2004, p. 332).   
Luke’s challenge to the sociocultural perspective is to ask how ideological effects are 
“used and deployed to shape capital, social relations, forms of identity, access to material and 
discourse resources [and] how literate practices have convertible exchange value as forms of 
capital” (2004, p. 333).  Rather than accept that all social practices have an intrinsic value, he 
asks that researchers might investigate how local textual practices connect with “other kinds of 
capital; economic, social, libidinal, and otherwise” (2004, p. 333).  While supporting social 
accounts of literacy in practice, Luke asks researchers to consider how languages and literacies 
sanctioned by state educational systems and globalised institutions, produce material 
consequences in people’s lives. 
Luke’s commentary points to my concern with the way literacy is deployed by 
government in the national interest.  A key problem for this work is to consider how social 
practice perspectives have been reflected in policy proposals.  It may be the case that a binary 
system of autonomous and ideological accounts of literacy, such as the one that Street has 
offered, might need to accept some accommodations.  What is clear, however, is that growth in 
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socio-cultural and socio-cognitive perspectives have led to a more developed and nuanced view 
of the social consequences of literacy practices.  A key question then is to consider whether a 
“literacy as social practice” perspective can be accommodated within the strategies of 
government.  Nevertheless, it is in recognition of the effect that discursive practices have on 
people’s lived experiences, that Luke’s critique surfaces as an important approach to consider.   
Critical literacy and the emancipation of human populations. Critical literacy draws 
its influence from a range of intellectual traditions including Marxist, poststructuralist and 
postmodern thought in diverse contexts such as literary, post-colonial and feminist studies.  
Paulo Freire (2000; 2005) is often credited with bringing the notion of critical literacy to the 
world.  Freire’s approach influenced by “Marxist and phenomenological studies” (A. Luke, 
2012b, p. 5) began when working with “peasant” cultures in the slums of Sao Paolo.  Freire was 
interested in challenging what he called a banking model of education and a culture of silence 
that he claimed was responsible for imprinting a negative self-image in oppressed people.  He 
introduced a dialogic approach similar to the Socratic conversation to unite the uses of language 
and critical processes of thought.  One of the aims of Freire’s dialogical approach was to disrupt 
traditional relations of power between teacher and student in order to form the basis of a more 
democratic learning space.  In using various stimuli to examine forces that constituted iniquitous 
effects, he encouraged the naming of problems.  These dialogic conversations were intended to 
produce an affective response, used to motivate his students from oral communication, to greater 
command of the written word.  The aim of this process was to enter students into a rhythm of 
dialectical engagement and ongoing critical reflection that he named conscientization: 
Literacy, in this sense, is grounded in a critical reflection on the cultural capital of the 
oppressed.  It becomes a vehicle by which the oppressed are equipped with the necessary 
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tools to re-appropriate their history, culture, and language practices.  (Freire & Macedo, 
2005, p. 157)  
For Freire and Macedo, critical consciousness entailed an expansion of the notion of reading 
where “reading the word and reading the world” involved understanding social and political 
contradictions and pathways to forms of social action or emancipatory praxis.  Freire’s notion of 
emancipatory literacy expressed ambitions for socio-historical transformations of society and the 
tying of literacy programs to “overall goals for national reconstruction” (2005, p. 157). 
Approaches to critical literacy in Australia have been taken up by a number of 
researchers.  Some key people include: Davies (1992, 2003b), Gilbert (1991, 1998), Green 
(1991), Allan Luke (1996; 1991), Carmen Luke (1989), Freebody (1992; 1990), Comber 
(2012a), Lankshear (1993) and Pennycook (2001).  Their work represents a significant corpus 
that has influenced education in Australia and globally.   
Davies’ work has been characterised by poststructuralist/feminist studies of reading.  
Notably the text Frogs and snails and feminist tails (Davies, 2003a) has endured as a study of 
reading practices and the construction of gender.  Davies’ studies examine the ways that 
gendered identities are discursively produced in a range of school contexts, such as playground 
and classroom talk, and through reading practices.  For Davies, a poststructuralist approach to 
critical pedagogy/literacy “recognises both the constitutive force of discursive practices and at 
the same time recognises the subject as capable of having agency in relation to those practices” 
(1992, p. 51).  Similarly Gilbert (1992) investigated gender construction when examining 
reading and writing practices.  Gilbert’s (1990) interest in the relationship between gender 
literacy and social regulation has led her to questioning approaches to reading and writing 
pedagogy that emphasise “a personalist and speech-centred discourse”.  She argues that 
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classrooms that focus on “personal voice” are in danger of becoming artificial, impersonal and 
dishonest.  Rather, she advocates reading and writing practices that engage with theories of 
textuality to enable a critical examination of  “the social, the cultural and the ideological” (1991, 
p. 44). 
Early research in reading acquisition by Freebody, Green, Luke and Baker (1991; 1987; 
1991; 1990; 1991; 1991) has led to a significant influence in understandings about reading 
practices.  Stemming from these studies, Freebody and his colleagues have claimed that reading 
and writing are not ideologically innocent.  This is to say that the production and institutional 
deployment of reading materials can be described as socio-politically shaped.  Freebody and 
Baker (1987), through an analysis of books written for children by adults, argue that the social 
categories “children” and “childhood” are constructed and used in these materials (p. 55).   
In another study, Freebody, Luke and Gilbert (1991) use observations of classroom 
exchanges to question the constitutive effects of reading lessons.  Concerned with investigating 
the effects of reading as a social practice, they research the authorisation and the 
institutionalisation in classrooms of reading positions, reading practices and kinds of readings.  
Analysis of interactions between teachers and students, reveal sanctioned readings of texts and a 
conjecture that the pedagogical practices observed, would limit the resources that students bring 
to their textual practices.  Informed by post-structural theory, Freebody, Luke and Gilbert 
propose a discourse analytic approach that might “foreground the reflexive interrogation of all 
textual positions and practices, thus recasting the critical attribute of reading and writing as 
counter-ideological practice” (Freebody et al., 1991, p. 451).   
Green (1993; 1991, 1997, 2012) has argued for a postmodern account of reading 
pedagogy and has been influential in being able to understand the discourses for a technology for 
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literacy.  In his critique of McHoul’s (1991) unsettling of  “common sense connections between 
reading and pedagogy”, Green proposes a strategic value of “progressivism” when advocating 
the deployment of postmodern categories in reading pedagogy.  In this argument the concept of 
context is problematized as not self-evident.  Texts are seen to be “undecidable” and therefore 
open to interpretation and that the constitution of readings is made in recognition of an “other”: 
Put for the moment far too simply for the purposes of strategic summary, what we are left 
with is an open set of relations among readers, texts, and contexts, and it is this set of 
relations that reading pedagogy must engage with and take as its object.  (Green, 1991, p. 
217) 
Green’s advocacy for a postmodern account of reading pedagogy allows for reading to be 
understood as a material social activity “whereby individuals are provided developmentally with 
the means to understand themselves as certain kinds of social being, and hence to participate in 
their own social construction as subject-individuals” (1991, p. 224).  According to Green the 
characteristics of such a reading pedagogy would involve “a recognition of the necessity of 
discontinuity, reflexivity, specificity, plurality, difference and negotiation as key pedagogical 
principles” (Green, 1991).  In recent times Green (2009, 2010a, 2010b) has developed the 
conceptual possibilities of a critical pedagogy.  Drawing on Biesta and Peter’s (2009) reading of 
Derrida, Green explores Derrida’s concept of undecidability as a tool to open up the problem of 
interpretation.  Green deploys the concepts of phronesis (practical ethics), praxis (good action or 
making the world) and aporia (doubt or principled uncertainty) as grounds for reconfiguring the 
relation of authority between learners.  This is to say that the undecidability of a text becomes the 
democratic ground on which learning proceeds. 
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In each of the studies discussed in this section, the convergence of ethnographic, new 
literacy and critical literacy perspectives, observe the way different social groups engage in emic 
practices, but at the same time are deeply affected by etic assumptions about their capabilities as 
people.  Lankshear and Knobel (2004), resonating with these observations, and considering the 
effects of global capital on the world of work, education policy and literacy, suggest that 
“education policy texts dealing with literacy might actually contribute to generating highly 
unequal and stratified educational outcomes” (p. 120).  This sentiment is a thread that surfaces 
through the work of these scholars where they trouble etic assumptions about human subjects 
and the way populations are imagined and expected to function as governable literate subjects.   
I now move to studies that have undertaken Foucauldian histories of literacy and 
education.  These studies have been chosen for the ways they connect literacy and education to 
the interests of governing human subjects and mass populations, and demonstrating the 
significance of Foucauldian thought for research in education. 
Foucauldian Histories of Literacy and the Government of Population 
The foregoing historical studies have been in some way informed by Foucauldian 
thinking about the government of population and are concerned by the relationship between 
processes of government, the uses of literacy and the formation of civil society.  Bill Green 
(1997, 2006, 2008) has noted the history of English teaching in Australia has been “clearly 
organised (at least in part) by discourses of nation and empire” (2006, p. 9).  In noting the 
convergence between English and literacy teaching, Green suggests that in recent times the 
identity of subject English has been linked to a “growing power and influence of constrained, 
reductionist views of literacy, linked to standardised assessment regimes” (2006, p. 9).  The 
relation between literacy testing and state interests has surfaced in a number of commentaries in 
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recent times (Comber, 2012b; Grek & Ozga, 2010; Lingard, Creagh, & Vass, 2011; A. Luke, 
2012a).  It may be the case that current reformations in the nature of subject English are still 
consistent with projects of nation (Green, Cormack, & Patterson, 2013; Green & Reid, 2012), 
although it might be possible to argue that a constrained view of literacy also implies a 
constrained view of nation and citizenship.  I take up this line of inquiry, first by focusing on the 
relationship between literacy, culture and the conduct of literate citizens.  
Literacy and the government of population. Carmen Luke’s (1989) archaeology of the 
late renaissance period, shows how ideas about children in sixteenth century Germany can be 
distinguished from previous centuries.  Sitting alongside studies of childhood by Aries (1996) 
and Postman (1994), Luke describes an increasing adult awareness of children as distinct social 
beings and the development of a taxonomy of childhood development.  Luke shows the 
relationship between the invention of the printing press, the possibility of mass reading and the 
emergence of a literate lay public that imagined the possibility and advantages of state legislated 
educational reform.  Arising out of Luther’s Germany, and disseminated to other parts of Europe, 
was an educational apparatus that established a highly structured system of schooling.  An 
aesthetic and ethical grid of intervention was imposed through programmes of instruction 
governed by standardised curricula and prescribed textbooks that eliminated diversity and 
promoted “uniformity of teaching and learning” (1989, p. 138).  According to Luke, ideas about 
children and their education did not remain in the sphere of academic, theological debate.  
Instead, and with a certain irony, “children became the legalized object of state scrutiny” subject 
to the disciplining processes of institutional authorities (1989, p. 139).  That which was preached 
and printed, was both in great demand by a literate lay public and, by the mid-sixteenth century, 
would form the basis for major state legislated educational reform.  Studies such as Luke’s have 
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been important in showing the emergence of a state apparatus, which have imagined the 
relationship between mass literacy, politics of the state and national imaginaries. 
Donald (1992) addresses the politics of literacy education by arguing that education is 
trapped by an impossible contradiction: the intent to socialise and the intent to emancipate 
through individuation of the human subject.  On the one hand the aim of education is to form 
individuals as productive citizens and on the other hand to form freethinking individuals.  Noting 
Lenin’s comment that without literacy there can be no politics, Donald suggests that “literacy is a 
minimal requirement for participation in the political negotiations of civil society” and that  
“mass literacy is a prerequisite for effective government by a state apparatus” (1992, p. 151).   
Donald uses two cases to examine what seems to be an apparently irreconcilable tension 
between the emancipatory and socialising motivations for literacy education.  First, he examines 
E.D.  Hirsch’s (Hirsch, Kett, & Trefil, 1988) Cultural Literacy: What every American Needs To 
Know and then from the United Kingdom the Centre for Language in Primary Education’s 
(1989) Primary Language Record: A Handbook for Teachers.  In looking at these two 
approaches he contrasts seemingly traditional and progressivist approaches to literacy education.   
Where Donald finds in Hirsch a democratic sensibility and desire to support social 
mobility, he also senses a dividing practice.  Donald argues that Hirsch’s advocacy for a national 
culture and standard language fails to account for the “different dispositions towards that shared 
set of signs and narratives” which not only highlights the limits and rules of being an American 
citizen but “shrinks the nation to the size of an educated public” (1992, p. 211).  In contrast 
Donald’s discussion of the Inner London Education Authority’s Primary Language Record (PLP) 
observes that students are “required to take responsibility for their own formation and 
development”, thus raising the spectre of “techniques for the inculcation of self-monitoring 
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capacities” (1992, p. 158).  This draws Donald to the view that “culture is never something we 
own, it remains always elusively other” (1992, p. 160).  For Donald the impossibility of literacy 
education to socialise and emancipate is both realized in Hirsch’s overemphasis on a universal 
culture accessible to all and in the focus on individuation in the Primary Language Record.  To 
counter these effects he argues for a shift from an emphasis on community, experience or 
identity and to a focus on social and cultural transactions.  Projects in situated literacies (Barton 
& Hamilton, 1998; Barton et al., 2000), and place based literacies (Comber & Nixon, 2013; 
Green & Corbett, 2013) are examples of community driven work that reflect  these ideals.  This 
involves careful selection of the kinds of literacy afforded to students that offer opportunities for 
differentiation, but critically engages students in such a way that they have access to the “same 
rules of the game for political negotiation” (1992, p. 158). 
Ian Hunter uses Foucault’s genealogical approach to examine the subject of English 
(1987, 1988a, 1988b) and schooling (1994).  In these studies, Hunter considers the relationship 
between ways of thinking about schooling, the production of a literate and moral citizen and 
connections to forms of government.  In much of this work Hunter has traced how English came 
to be used as an apparatus of popular education.  He is concerned with the way that techniques of 
pastoral surveillance, are deployed in the teaching of English as a “new machinery of 
government aimed at the ‘moral and physical’ well-being of whole populations” (1988a, p. ix).  
Hunter argues that the institution of the subject of English, functioned as an apparatus of moral 
supervision: 
We can begin to think of English, then, as a late mutation in an apparatus of moral 
training whose surfaces of emergence were not in fact literary or cultural.  (1987, p. 576) 
In critiquing Matthew Arnold’s advocacy for a literary education in nineteenth century England, 
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Hunter finds reason to negate Arnold’s arguments about the relationship between English 
aesthetics and the human subjects cultural completion.  Rather, he sees that the emergence of 
English had as its object “the formation of a highly specific profile of cultural attributes, in fact 
the attributes of a citizenry” (1988b, p. 105).  Similarly, he takes to task Carlyle’s proposition 
that a popular education might cultivate the population into a “National Mind”.  Instead, Hunter 
sees a “fantasmatic projection of a personal ethical discipline onto the nation conceived as a 
collective subject” (1987, p. 582).  And as for the strategies used by Kay-Shuttleworth, Hunter 
finds an appropriation of surveillance mechansims from other disciplines (1987, p. 584): 
Using these 'tabular queries', and activating a system of observation and correction 
dedicated to the social and medical policing of urban populations, Kay-Shuttleworth was 
able to bring education within the sphere of political intelligibility by correlating literacy 
levels with a host of other social indicators: mortality rates, bankruptcies, poverty, 
attendance at gin-shops and at church, and so on. 
The calculated use of literacy levels with other domains of human activity goes to Hunter’s 
concern with how the ethos and technology of government is “oriented to transforming the 
territory and its population into resources whose ultimate cultivation and management would 
enable the state to survive and prosper in the face of destructive historical contingencies” (1994, 
p. 173). 
Hunter’s genealogical examination of the early nineteenth century influences of David 
Stowe and Kay-Shuttleworth, reveals their contribution to thinking about pedagogy and the 
institutionalisation of educational spaces as a form of supervised freedom.  Hunter draws upon 
the uses of literary text as an example of literacy practice that forms “a domain of moral 
experience” and “exists only in the relation between the individual open to correction and the 
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exemplary one who corrects” (1988a, p. 67).  Hunter argues that it is in this educational space 
that literary education is used both as a social and ethical technology consistent with the 
characteristics of a pastoral power and techniques of the confession.  He suggests that it was in 
the nineteenth century, that the “primary reference of ‘culture’ was to a caste practice of ethical 
self-development, which was applied analogically to the culture of races, nations and classes” 
(1988a, p. 68).  According to Hunter, these modes of self-government were delimited by the 
political calculations made available by techniques of social investigation and administration. 
Like Hunter, Patterson (1993) has been informed by Foulcauldian genealogy when 
focusing on the nature of English teaching in Australia and overseas.  She has argued that 
pedagogies of personal response “may be better understood as a result of the need to find 
alternative ways for engaging the attention and supervising the moral and ethical development of 
increasingly diversified secondary school populations” (1993, p. 66).  Patterson’s focus on the 
pedagogy of reading (1995, 1997; 1994) has consistently sought to trouble received views of 
what the teaching of reading should be and by implication the purposes of English.  Often taking 
a historical perspective, she questions the claims for the relatively recent invention of ways of 
doing English made by proponents of cultural heritage, personal growth and cultural studies.  
Her 1997 study questions how in sixteenth century England, the function of developing secular 
literacy competencies, were tied to issues of “civil conduct, and ‘personal’ (often religious) 
beliefs in the interest of peaceful administration of diverse populations” (1997, p. 67).  Her work 
aims to unsettle contemporary anxieties about literacy and the teaching of English.  She locates 
the project of English within the ambit of political, legal, and educational strategies for building 
nations.  And as Cormack and Green (2008) note about subsequent work, Patterson and her 
colleagues (1993, 2011; Peel, Patterson, & Gerlach, 2000) link the empire of English to an 
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“endemic sense of insecurity, a pervasive anxiety, as the other side of introspection” (2008, p. 
254).  For Patterson, “English exists as a series of historically contingent techniques and 
practices for shaping the self-managing capacities of children” (Patterson, 2013, p. 89). 
Jory Brass’s (2010, 2011a, 2013) genealogical studies of English teaching in the United 
States, are also influenced by Hunter’s approach and Foucault’s understanding of 
governmentality and biopower.  Brass describes the development of English teaching within a 
particular historical milieu characterised by the “combined tenets of Protestant civil religion and 
the bureaucratic objectives of modern welfare states” (2011b, p. 346).  Brass argues that English 
was used as a socialising instrument that was grounded in the pastoral technologies of the 
Sunday School in the early part of the nineteenth century and their influence on English 
education texts of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century.  His examination about the 
nature of power and its mode of circulation takes into account contemporary explanations of the 
purposes of English teaching.  He attempts to denaturalise the positioning of English in its role to 
“govern how students understand and conduct themselves as free, responsible, and empowered 
subjects” (2010, p. 703).  Brass problematizes how emancipatory objectives of English teaching 
are implicated in the social inscription of patterns of power and regulation.  In tracing the effects 
of English teaching across two centuries, Brass finds that English education assumes a 
responsibility for the formation of “self-governing individuals and populations whose souls and 
lives were governed by ‘modern’ ideals and attuned to social, economic and civic demands of the 
wider society” (2011b, p. 346).  According to Brass, English functioned as an instrument of 
spiritual conversion and contributed to the formation of normative identities, as well as social 
values that were meant to found the basis of democratic citizenship, racial solidarity and 
industrial labour. 
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Green and Cormack (2008) offer an historical view of the impact of New Education 
arising out of the United Kingdom in the early part of the twentieth century and its impact on 
Australian Education.  This study, along with their work with Patterson (Green et al., 2013; 
Patterson, Cormack, & Green, 2011), has shown a strong relationship between national and 
transnational policy making, literacy education and the production of literate citizens to 
consolidate state interests.  Influenced by scholars such as John Adams and the influential 
Newboldt Report (The Board of Education, 1926), the New Education is seen to have given 
primacy to the subject of English.  Translated to the Australian context, the installation of the 
values of New Education and subject English is regarded by Green and Cormack to be “part of a 
more general programme of nation- and empire-building” (2008, p. 254).  Their analysis of the 
development of English in Australia during the first part of the twentieth century, acknowledges 
the relationship between literary ideology and what they call the literature-literacy complex.  
Here, New Education is understood as a “complex and contradictory trans-national reform 
movement” contributing to a “more or less coherent ideological-discursive” imperial and 
nationalist formation: In their words, anxieties about Nation and Empire “turned it into a 
question about how best to train the children of the nation to become the kinds of citizens that 
would ensure their nation’s and the Empire’s future” (2008, p. 260).  They go on to show the 
relationship between New Education and the development of “Australian children as colonial 
citizens” (2008, p. 264).  English, characterised for its interest in language and culture, served a 
utilitarian purpose of subject formation.  They argue that this was tied nevertheless to “racialised 
constructions of child development and concepts of national culture” (2008, p. 264) that were 
bound to the literature and language of English. 
38 
GOVERNING LITERACIES: SECURING LITERATE SUBJECTS 
The work of Cormack, Green, and Patterson (2003, 2011; 2011) has also highlighted the 
way that the organisation of the classroom and the evolution of reading pedagogies, have been 
implicated in the state constitution of the child.  These studies observed how the fabrication of 
classroom functioned as a material space and the discursive realities of accompanying 
pedagogies served the securitisation of state interests.  And moreover, how the same kinds of 
state-based interests can be found in current policy moves.  For instance, Cormack’s account of 
nineteenth century and early twentieth century practice observes how Lancaster’s disciplinary 
and Stowe’s more progressive approaches had a bearing on the management of classroom space 
and time.  Both approaches were directed at the formation of a moral and ethical self that served 
largely national and imperial purposes, although this form of normalisation was targeted at the 
industrialised poor (2011). 
The historical studies by Carmen Luke, Hunter, Brass, Patterson, Donald, Green, 
Cormack etc.  have been influential in demonstrating the strong relationship between literacy, the 
government of human populations and the shaping of civil society.  They also tilt at the ever-
recurring representations of literacy crisis, a theme which surfaces in the next section of this 
review. 
Literacy and Critical Studies of the Present 
In this review of research I question how the apparatus of government utilises literacy 
and education in managing the security of state interests.  To complete this review of literature, I 
am interested in how research has responded to the rationalities of national and global policy 
interventions, and political effects on human populations.  I divide my discussion into two 
sections.  First, I examine perspectives arising out of responses to national and international 
policy strategies, bringing into focus the Australian Language and Literacy Policy, the import of 
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transnational policy influences and the effects of national literacy strategies.  I then discuss 
responses to the effects of neoliberal government and the biopolitcal constitution of literate 
subjects.  This discussion brings into view representations of literacy, and the deployment of 
literacy in the interests of human development and human security.   
Literacy, policy and globalising influences. I have already suggested when discussing 
the context for this review, that the release of the 1991 white paper Australia’s language: The 
Australian language and literacy policy (Dawkins, 1991) marked a distinct moment in the 
development and implementation of literacy policy in Australia.  This relatively recent naming of 
literacy by policy makers (Green et al., 1994) is connected to the country’s economic and moral 
landscape: 
[W]hen policy links education with employment and training, technology and economic 
development, cultural and linguistic diversity, and issues of gender, these are clearly 
contextual frames for understanding why language and literacy have become explicit and 
formal objects of policy and governmental concern.  (Green et al., 1997, p. 8) 
In setting the context, I used this study by Green, Hodgens and Luke to identify the conjunction 
of economic rationalism with the release of the Australian Language and Literacy Policy.  Here, 
I focus on how a similar analysis by Welch and Freebody (1993) reveals an unsettling 
relationship between policy, disadvantage and class.  In their examination of policy claims about 
literacy crises, Welch and Freebody (1993) undertake a discourse analysis of reports and policies 
leading up to and including the Australian Language and Literacy Policy.  Their close reading of 
reports found a tendency to even out the effects of socio economic status, while allowing for 
interpretations of cognitive and motivational deficits in the home (1993, p. 219).  They claim that 
the set of contexts for individual and community competencies (aboriginality, low SES, disabled) 
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are masked.  The analysis notes policy strategies that domesticate by “individualizing the 
problem and neighbouring the ‘solutions’” (Freebody & Welch, 1993, p. 221).  Here the demand 
to be successful is seen to be dependent on the “willingness to learn on the part of the children” 
and the need for families to “accept their responsibility to provide an environment conducive to 
learning” (1993, p. 221).  The analysis examines individualist as well as cultural capital policy 
constructs and critiques these orientations for de-historicising and depoliticising “the cultural 
resources of literacy by assigning it the status of a commodity” (1993, p. 229).  Their reading of 
data suggests that reports of a literacy crisis is something of a confection and that the “silence 
about class segmentation of literacy is systemic” (1993, p. 229).  According to Welch and 
Freebody, the policy problem of a literacy crisis “carries with it the semiosis of a desire to return 
to a traditional disciplined society, with traditional moral codes, and less moral and racial 
diversity than are present in contemporary Australia” (1993, p. 230). 
Some years later, Luke’s (2003) critique of policy making in Australia and North 
America questions the preferencing of types of evidence based research as well as the positivist 
assumptions and determination used to justify the implementation of policies such as No Child 
Left Behind as “… naïve policy, based on pseudo–science” (2003, p. 105).  Luke argues for a 
powerful evidence based educational policy that stems from a “rich, critical, multidisciplinary 
social science, rather than a reductionist and ultimately ideological, psychological reductionism” 
(2003, p. 105).  More recently, Luke and Woods have argued that “neoliberal educational policy 
has entailed the reorganisation of schooling and, indeed, pedagogy as corporate practices” (2009, 
p. 199).   
In more recent times when addressing the effects of globalisation, scholars such as Rivzi 
and Lingard and colleagues (2010; 2011; 2010), Grek (2010), Ozga (2012) and Hamilton (2012a, 
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2012b) have investigated the use of data in national and international context as a driver of 
education policy.  A key focus for this work is the influence of the OECD and, in particular, the 
rhetorical and pragmatic effects of the Programme of International Student Assessment (PISA), 
which tests literacy in the areas of reading, numeracy and science.  This research deploys the 
metaphor of policy by numbers, a construct that Rose (1999) used to describe justifications to 
power and diagnostic instruments within liberal political reason.  In the Australian context, 
Lingard (2010, 2011; Rizvi & Lingard, 2010) observes that with the introduction of a national 
system of schooling, Australian educators are witnessing a strategic reconstitution of the nation 
in the face of globalisation and transnationalism.  Lingard sees PISA as influential in 
constructing a global space of measurement in an emerging, if inchoate, global education policy 
field, but sees this working in parallel within the constitution of a new national education policy 
field.  He argues that globalised education policy discourses are always mediated in their 
generative effects within national systems of schooling.   
These studies of policy from 1991 to 2012 suggest a growing interest and intensification 
by government in literacy policy.  The impact of national and global policy trends also suggest 
strong material effects on institutional practices and people’s lived experiences.  These trends 
raise questions about how literacy is being thought about in policy discourses and how it is being 
connected to the security of national interests. 
Literacy, biopolitics and human security. The problem of how literacy is deployed in 
the development of human subjects as a form of security is a key concern for this study and by 
implication further research.  In the following discussion I describe responses to policy agendas 
that include the analysis of the effects of neoliberalism and its constitutive effects on human 
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subjects, debates about human development constructs of literacy interventions and, finally, 
reflexive responses to the impact of globalising policy initiatives.   
Collin and Apple (2007), using the construct of biopolitics, examine the relationship 
between literacy, capital, and government in the transformation from a Keynesian Fordist 
welfare state, to the emergence of neoliberal, information age economies.  They organise their 
analysis by drawing together scholarship in sociocultural literacy practice and biopolitical 
government.  Collin and Apple’s (2007) representation of the “Keyenesian Fordist Welfare State 
Settlement” paints a picture of a disciplinary form of power in which public schools have 
provided differential access to high status/low status knowledge and literacies.  While 
recognising that public schools are complicated institutions, subject to a range of forces, they 
suggest that in this period education is implicated in the reproduction of a “stratified labour force 
(privileging the white middle class) and the disparate literacies ‘necessary’ for the functioning of 
the industrial economy” (2007, p. 438).  In describing the transition to an information economy, 
they provide an image of a public schooling system out of step with the needs of fast capitalism, 
characterised for its emphasis on “productivity, wealth, and the creation of social surpluses”, and 
taking “the form of cooperative interactivity through linguistic, communicational and affective 
networks” (2007, p. 440).  In the contested domain of a neoliberal state, those “literacies and 
identities so central to all aspects of production” are seen to commit all workers to “draw upon 
the ‘right’ literacies for their jobs” (2007, p. 441).  Collin and Apple argue that this form of 
biopolitical production is complicated by neoliberal emphasis on the marketisation of education 
and factors of school choice.   
Street (2011) takes up the issue of biopolitics from a different perspective.  He responds 
to the paradigm of development and its concern for human security.  This is a perspective 
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promulgated by UNESCO (UNDP, 1994) and has grown out of responses to the end of the Cold 
War, where notions of international security became tied to issues of human development 
(Robinson, 2003; UNESCO, 2006).  The human security/development perspective seeks to build 
literacy capacity in undeveloped or failing communities.  It frequently implies a transfer of a 
dominant version of globally invested literacies to the space of intervention.  Street questions the 
ways in which a development view of literacy as capability is subject to economic generalisation 
and moral universalism.  Questioning the problem of “literacy inequalities” in the context of 
international policy, Street raises doubts as to the extent to which literacy levels can offer ‘a 
valid account of “inequality’ in the larger international context” (2011, p. 580).  Drawing upon 
his ethnographic research, Street proposes that ethnographic perspectives can sensitise the policy 
community to “ways in which the power to name and define is a crucial component of 
inequality” (2011, p. 580).  In particular, he questions the validity of Nussbaum’s ‘minimum 
thresholds of capability’ and Sen’s “the intrinsic and instrumental benefits of literacy” (2011, p. 
585), as indicative of a power that has the potential to structure inequality.  Here, the imposition 
of standards and measures supported by universalist approaches to literacy, and in Street’s view, 
consistent with autonomous accounts of literacy development, fail to take account of differences 
in community discourses.  From an ethnographic perspective, he questions international 
categorisation of a “single uniform thing called ‘literacy’” (2011, p. 580) and calls for an 
acknowledgement of local meanings and cultural variation.  In Foucauldian terms, Street’s 
account of the effects of the human security paradigm is the creation of a social milieu by global 
forms of governance and the instantiation of government from a distance. 
In some recent documentary research Hamilton (2012a, 2012b; 2011) has focused on 
public representations of literacy.  In Literacy and the Politics of Representation (2012b), she 
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uses literacy as one dimension of an analysis that seeks to illustrate “contemporary social 
imaginaries such as citizenship, poverty gender or inclusion” (p. 130).  Hamilton draws upon a 
range of theoretical influences including Latour’s actor network theory (2005), Smith’s (1999) 
notion of ruling relations, Taylor’s (2004) conceptualisation of social imaginary and critical 
discourse analysis.  Her studies examine the combination of different meaning making resources, 
such as number, visual images and words in the social domains of governance, mass media and 
student autobiographical writing.  Extrapolating from these analyses, Hamilton is concerned with 
examining the significance of public narratives of literacy today.  She poses questions about the 
ways in which literacy enters into the imagination of the social world and the kinds of work it 
does.  She finds dominant public narratives of literacy that assume a “population of individual 
human beings freely and equally engaging to their mutual benefits in an independent economic 
sphere, a public sphere of communication and rational self-governance” (2012b, p. 132).  Here 
the moral and practical side of literacy is emphasised along with its uses for employment and 
prosperity.   
In contrast to a dominant public narratives perspective, Hamilton (2012b) presents 
complicating narratives as generative but competing and threatening to dominant notions of 
literacy.  To do this she presents analyses of mediated representation of literacy for the way they 
evoke links between 
• People’s identities and social status 
• Relations of authority, control and violence 
• The toxic experience of written communication as oppressive, defiance, anxiety and loss 
of identity. 
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Hamilton finds that semiotic resources such as numbers, visuals and text, combine in discourse 
in discernable patterns that bring particular visions of literacy into focus.  In public policy 
discourses of literacy, the use of numbers frame arguments, supported by testimonials and visual 
referents.  She finds that voices circulating within public discourses are always mediated and 
shaped and never innocent in the context they appear.  According to Hamilton, a dominant social 
imaginary account of literacy imposes a form of artificial grid, disempowering some and 
advantaging others: 
Metaphors of literacy that construe it as a ‘thing’ rather than as a relational process 
obscure how literacy is implicated in sustaining or disrupting relations of power … such 
discourses inaccurately discuss the practical effects of literacy, positing individual, 
universal, cognitive and economic effects and ignoring how literacy positions, 
repositions, and aligns individuals with social orders… (2012b, p. 136) 
Hamilton argues that literacy is centrally implicated in the wider social imaginary, meshing with 
other central concepts such as citizenship, inclusion, poverty, rationality and disadvantage.  Her 
project emphasises the need to be aware of the nature and power of public narratives about 
literacy.  She draws attention to contradictory effects of advocacy for disadvantaged groups 
where the exclusion and membership of stigmatised categories is reinforced.  Hamilton argues 
that critical advocacy can enhance interventions that are more likely to produce equitable 
outcomes. 
In summary, I discuss the significance of this literature and how it informs a way pf 
thinking about researching the relation between literacy, education and the securitisation of the 
human subject. 
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Discussion 
The emergence of literacy as a subject of importance globally as well as for successive 
Australian governments, educators, interested citizens and the public press has been well 
documented (Comber & Freebody, 2013; Green et al., 1997; A. Luke & Woods, 2009).  Much of 
the commentary about literacy has focused on ideological differences in approaches to teaching 
literacy, perceptions about uneven standards of literacy across the breadth of populations and the 
directions of policy governing literacy education.  Issues of engagement, social disadvantage and 
methods of constructing knowledge about literacy (the “science” of literacy) have figured 
strongly in these debates.  These debates have occurred over a period of time where discourses 
about literacy have undergone processes of commodification, commercialisation, globalisation, 
segmentation and sedimentation.  It could be said that debates about literacy have been 
constituted by many voices: a multiplicity of perspectives shaping a distinct area of government 
and social interest.  And as these debates about literacy have developed, over time they have 
been characterised by an intensifying governmental focus both within and across national 
borders.  This creeping intensification has increasingly voiced questions of economic and 
cultural national interest in the context of global and geopolitical relations and rapid 
technological change.  While the breadth of studies about literacy keeps growing, there has been 
little attention paid to the use of literacy policy as an apparatus of government in managing the 
security of state interests and conduct of its population.  This review of research literature has 
sought to examine those ways that the fields of literacy education and education policy have 
considered the relationship between government interests and the securitisation of population as 
literate subjects.  Up until now there has been little research that has considered how literacy has 
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been imbricated in an apparatus of security, and the biopolitical strategies of government, in 
which knowledge about literacy has been deployed by government to serve its interests. 
The scope of this review suggests that there is much to be gained from the kinds of 
ethnographic and genealogical ways of researching the connection between literacy and modes 
of governing.  Such work needs to account for those forms of reasoning that are characteristic of 
liberal government in different historical periods and those tools that have been used in 
attempting to bring programmes of governance into being.   
In the present day there is an urgent need to consider how concepts of security have been 
understood by government, and how mechanisms of security have been deployed in strategic 
attempts to guarantee liberal constructs of freedom and society.  This review has considered how 
ethnographic and document based research have been used as tools to investigate those ways 
literacy policy has been incorporated within ever developing frameworks of security.   
This review has also engaged with that type of historical-philosophical critique that 
Foucault called genealogy.  Genealogical critique can be considered a form of interpretation, a 
way of imaginatively entering into a problem space and, by evoking the tools of the poet, 
construct a counter narrative to common sense understandings of history and the political 
present.  Genealogy has the tools to examine common sense understandings of education and 
literacy that need to be re-evaluated in the light of a history of policy inscriptions and 
transformations in national and global society. 
Genealogical research enables the investigation of particular historical moments in order 
to examine the relation between the fabrication of civil society and production of literate citizens.  
These slices of historical events might allow for the critical analysis of the rationale of forms of 
liberalism, and to consider the use of literacy as a lever of government in educational and other 
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social contexts.  The selection of historical data needs to respond to ways in which conceptions 
of government and educational practice have a tendency to flow across national borders.  While 
Australia is the locus of much of this review, the genealogical mapping of policy events should 
take into account ways that events in distant contexts relate to and influence local contexts.  
Hence the characteristics of globalisation, including its complexity, have a bearing on how to 
read ways that being a literate citizen are important to liberal forms of government.  Importantly, 
this necessitates an examination of how nation-states, like Australia, reflect upon their own 
purposes and style of government.  And how policy actors imagine and project particular 
identities of nationhood and emblems of citizenship. 
In bringing these diverse concepts together − security, education, literacy, civil society − 
researchers might consider how these forms of knowledge, institutional practices and modes of 
reasoning combine at various historical moments.  The focus, nevertheless, is to see how these 
elements are implicated in questions of power and the “variable and complex function[s] of 
discourse” (Foucault, 2010, p. 118).  In genealogy these conjunctures of forces may be 
considered as singularities, those moments where the descent or traces of ways of thinking and 
being, creatively recombine as emergent forms of discourse.  And so in using these principles as 
criteria for the selection of data, the purpose of the research is to locate those struggles in which 
the literate citizen is constituted and offer insights into how the human subject is subject to 
emergent forms of power. 
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